Microbe experts from around the world are setting up a formal collaboration to study the organisms that live in and on humans.
Computer failure leaves Hubble in limbo
Late last month, the main system for storing and transmitting data from the Hubble Telescope's science instruments failed. Operators can still send commands to the 18-year-old orbiting observatory, but they can no longer retrieve the images that have made it famous.
On 16 October, telescope engineers successfully booted up a backup for the faulty system. But as they were preparing to resume star-gazing, problems with the backup computer sent the entire spacecraft into safe-mode. NASA officials hope that Hubble will be healthy again by the end of this week, but are not certain when it will be back in action. A shuttle mission to service the telescope has been delayed until at least February so that engineers can develop fixes for the computer problems.
US agencies struggle over public relations
It is report-card season for US science agencies, and the grades are in on their media skills. The Union of Concerned Scientists, an advocacy group based in Cambridge, Massachusetts, has ranked the public-relations policies of 15 federal organizations.
It gave the highest marks to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta, Georgia, whose written policy allows scientists to express their personal views. NASA also fared well, earning a "B" for its policy and a "satisfactory" for its practice. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) finished near the bottom of the class -its lack of an agency-wide policy earning it a "D".
The group says that the grades will help the next president to reduce the censorship of government scientists, but EPA spokesman Jonathan Schradar called the grades "nothing more than continued petty politics".
